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Abstract 
Vocabulary is an essential and pivotal element of language competence. Learners at A1/A2-level acquire their first 
words and phrases quickly. Textbooks facilitating language learning confront them with topics of everyday life, and 
they build up their vocabulary step by step. But from a certain level onward (B1/B2-level) it becomes much more 
difficult for trainers to select topics which provide learners with a good chance to sensibly improve their vocabulary. 
Additionally, groups of learners from this level onward tend to be more and more heterogeneous with regard to their 
acquired vocabulary and their needs. The paper presents a method for vocabulary building which combines the 
aspects of curiosity, intrinsic motivation, application and memorization and successfully increases vocabulary. 
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1. Introduction 
Conducting effective vocabulary building in students poses a great challenge to a language trainer. 
Especially in higher level classes, i.e., in B1/B2-level courses and above, it is difficult to decide on the 
best teaching method and to select topics which provide learners with a good chance to sensibly improve 
their vocabulary. While learners at A1/A2-level acquire their first words and phrases quickly, the rate of 
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vocabulary acquisition in students is not the same when a higher level is reached. Additionally, groups of 
learners from B1/B2-level onward tend to be more and more heterogeneous with regard to their acquired 
vocabulary and their needs: Terms that are totally new for one student are well-known to the other and 
vice-versa. The intention of the present paper therefore is to present a method for effective vocabulary 
building at higher levels. 
The initial impetus to take on this topic comes from everyday teaching situations, more precisely from 
German language courses taught beyond B1-level. As a teacher of German as a foreign and second 
language in adult education I often find myself confronted with heterogeneous groups: Usually, classes at 
these levels are small, with 5 to 12 students each. But nevertheless these groups are very heterogeneous in 
terms of age, gender, nationality and educational background. 
For instance, in one and the same course you might find students as the following three: (1) an 18 year 
old Russian au-pair girl who has been in Austria for a few weeks and who learnt German in a classroom 
environment in Russia only, (2) a 50 year old Turkish immigrant worker who has been living in Austria 
for years, and who has learnt German in natural context only, and (3) a recently married, pregnant 
Australian doctor who has been in Austria for a few months and who started to learn German when she 
fell in love with her husband two years ago. These students have the following in common: 
 They are now living in Austria, a German-speaking country. 
 They have all reached the same level of language competence according to the Common European 
Framework of Reference (= CEFR), i.e., they are or holding a certificate of the previous level or did a 
grading test before attending the course. 
However, despite having reached the same level of language competence, their skills are differently 
developed. 
The Russian girl on the other hand is very good in grammar and makes no spelling errors. Her writing 
competence is good, but she has problems to follow when people are talking in the streets, especially 
when they are using dialect. When talking to others she is very cautious to avoid any mistakes and 
therefore slow, etc. 
written and spoken texts in general is particularly true for vocabulary competence. The vocabulary of the 
three students introduced above is characterized differently. While the Russian au- abulary 
has grown from reading 19th century German literature and therefore comprises lots of old-fashioned 
has grown through interaction with new family members and 
friends and t on technical terms and shows deficits elsewhere. 
In what follows, I will first emphasize the importance of vocabulary building and discuss possible 
guidance when teaching and I will then present one possible vocabulary teaching method. 
2. Why focus on vocabulary? 
While the phonetic structure of our mother tongue is acquired in early childhood and while the last 
grammatical rules are acquired by puberty, vocabulary acquisition is different. Vocabulary acquisition  
even in our mother tongue  is a never-ending story. At the same time, vocabulary is the essence of 
language and I totally agree with Swan/Walter (1984, vii) who declare: 
A similar statement can be found in 
Thornbury (2002). In his practical guide about vocabulary teaching Thornbury (2002, p. 13) refers to 
Wilkins (1972, p. 111) having said: 
(see also Barcroft, 2004; Lewis, 2002; Nation, 2001) This way of thinking can 
even be found in Dellar/Hocking (2000, p. 22) who additionally deduce a studying advice: There is much 
more to a language than grammar and we express what we mean by our choice of vocabulary.  You 
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will see most improvement if you learn more words and expressions. You can say very little with 
 
 
Last but not least, vocabulary competence is a pivotal element when it comes to receptive and 
productive competences. It has positive effects on the competences regarding the four skills of hearing, 
speaking, reading and writing, as growing vocabulary size increases comprehension and expressivity; see 
for example Fisher/Frey (2008, pp. 5-7) who state that 
(see also Baker/Simmons/Kameenui, 1998) 
knows Fisher/Frey therefore conclude 
 (see also Fisher/Frey/Williams, 2002; Stevens, 2006). 
3. How to focus on vocabulary? 
The fact that the vocabulary of a certain language can never be fully acquired has implications for the 
organization of effective vocabulary building: Even at C1/C2-level, not all words are relevant for the 
students to learn. So, how to guarantee effective vocabulary building? For academic purposes Fisher/Frey 
developed a language acquisition model that consists of five advices for the trainer to follow: Those 
advices are:    Make It Useable  
Make It a Priority  (Fisher/Frey, 2008, pp. 15-17). Let us consider the first one more thoroughly: As 
Fisher/Frey (2008, p. 15) nd foremost we have to 
This statement supports the view that it is not enough 
to just teach words. But s  and 
focus on in daily classroom environment.  This question is important to answer as to promote and to 
accompany successful vocabulary building in students not only means to facilitate memorization in 
students by using proven didactic methods but even to promote functional vocabulary building by a 
sensible method for selecting words. 
3.1. Possible guidance when teaching 
Trainers often orientate themselves on the aims students set for themselves or on the educational 
objective students attending the course should achieve. What every student attending a language course 
wants is to become more fluent and better when expressing him-/herself. He/She wants to reach a higher 
level. Needless to say, students who currently have B2-level should reach the next level, C1 and in a C1-
course a teacher should train them so that they pass the corresponding exam. But what is characteristic of 
the next higher level? This question is not easy to answer. 
3.1.1. The Common European Framework 
 
For vocabulary building the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) does not provide 
much information. The CEFR is skill- and competence-based: It describes what a student is supposed to 
understand when listening and reading and how competent he/she is supposed to be in speaking and 
writing. There is no special focus on vocabulary. 
 
 
 In Fisher/Frey (2008, pp. 25-29) considerations for selecting vocabulary words in academic context can be found; keywords: 
representation, repeatability, transportability, contextual analysis, structural analysis, cognitive load. 
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What the CEFR does is the following: The CEFR provides a global scale description for the six 
different levels from A1 to C2. C1-level for example is described as follows: Can understand a wide 
range of demanding, longer texts, and recognize implicit meaning. Can express him/herself fluently and 
spontaneously without much obvious searching for expressions. Can use language flexibly and effectively 
for social, academic and professional purposes. Can produce clear, well-structured, detailed text on 
complex subjects, showing controlled use of organizational patterns, connectors and cohesive devices.
Even the self-assessment grid will not take us any further when searching for information about 
vocabulary building. It describes the levels more precisely but still in reference to the four skills. No 
information is given about what kind of vocabulary is required at the individual level. 
An online-paper entitled Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Learning, 
teaching, assessment. Structured overview of all CEFR scales (Council of Europe, 2011, pp. 27-28) 
contains two tables (see below) with regard to vocabulary acquisition: These tables describe the purposes 
learners at a certain level of competence should be able to meet with the help of their acquired vocabulary 
and in how far they should be able to substitute unknown words. But it is not a specification of the 
vocabulary itself that should be learnt. 
 
Table 1. Vocabulary Range from A1 to C2 according to the CEFR 
 
Vocabulary Range 
C2 Has a good command of a very broad lexical repertoire including 
idiomatic expressions and colloquialisms; shows awareness of 
connotative levels of meaning. 
C1 Has a good command of a broad lexical repertoire allowing gaps to be 
readily overcome with circumlocutions; little obvious searching for 
expressions or avoidance strategies. Good command of idiomatic 
expressions and colloquialisms. 
B2  Has a good range of vocabulary for matters connected to his field and 
most general topics. Can vary formulation to avoid frequent repetition, 
but lexical gaps can still cause hesitation and circumlocution. 
B1 Has a sufficient vocabulary to express him/herself with some 
circumlocutions on most topics pertinent to his everyday life such as 
family, hobbies and interests, work, travel, and current events. 
A2 Has sufficient vocabulary to conduct routine, everyday transactions 
involving familiar situations and topics.  Has a sufficient vocabulary for 
the expression of basic communicative needs. Has a sufficient vocabulary 
for coping with simple survival needs. 
A1 Has a basic vocabulary repertoire of isolated words and phrases related 
to particular concrete situations. 
 
 
 
Table 2. Vocabulary Control from A1 to C2 according to the CEFR 
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Vocabulary Control 
C2 Consistently correct and appropriate use of vocabulary. 
C1 Occasional minor slips, but no significant vocabulary errors. 
B2  Lexical accuracy is generally high, though some confusion and incorrect 
word choice does occur without hindering communication. 
B1 Shows good control of elementary vocabulary but major errors still occur 
when expressing more complex thoughts or handling unfamiliar topics 
and situations. 
A2 Can control a narrow repertoire dealing with concrete everyday needs. 
A1 No descriptor available 
 
3.1.2. Textbooks 
 
therein and 
often do not reflect much about what they do. Normally these textbooks are divided into several lectures 
which are dedicated to different topics. In this manner they provide students with new contextualized 
vocabulary. Often, every individual lecture puts focus on a certain specific vocabulary in addition. Em 
neu 2008, Abschlusskurs (Lektion 1-5) e.g., is divided into 5 lectures: Lektion 1: Aus aller Welt, Lektion 
2: Finanzen, Lektion 3: Literatur, Lektion 4: Der gute Ton, Lektion 5: Psychologie. In lecture 1 for 
example, the specific vocabulary field focused on are the verbs of saying and reporting (Lektion 1: 
Verben des Sagens und Redewiedergabe; furthermore: Lektion 2: Lebenshaltungskosten, Lektion 3: 
Eigenschaften und Vorurteile, ion and Lektion 5: Geist und Seele). But 
is this enough? For sure Em neu 2008, Abschlusskurs is an excellent textbook and it is based on the latest 
scientific knowledge of language acquisition, but still the textbook cannot provide and define all the 
vocabulary to be learnt.  
3.1.3. Vocabulary lists 
 
Studying vocabulary lists can be recommended as a supplement. But firstly, these lists are extensive 
and secondly, they do no ividual needs. Many of these lists are internally divided 
into a basic and an advanced vocabulary depending on frequency counts and semantic considerations. 
These frequency counts are problematic as they do no as 
Gairns/Redman (1998, pp. 58-59) acknowledge [t]he contents of frequency counts should not be 
accepted uncritically or used dogmatically  They thus suggest judging the 
value against the source of the data and criteria governing inclusion of the da  and 
justify their advice by stating that this may greatly affect their relevance to [the individual] students.  
They are correct in no he bias towards the written word upon which frequency counts are 
based may obviously conflict with the usefulness of items in spoken English.  Besides, usefulness is not 
always determined by frequency An item of low frequency may be vital if it is the only word that 
expresses a particular semantic value and cannot be paraphrased easily. We have found  that an 
item of vocabulary that appears in many word-counts or low level course books.  The converse of this 
situation is where knowledge of one particular item will satisfactorily cover the meaning of the other 
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ductive purposes one of thos  All in all vocabulary 
lists are an additional possibility for the individual learner to deepen vocabulary knowledge but these lists 
have various shortcomings and do not directly refer to the studen  
4. The  
So, vocabulary cannot be built effectively by studying vocabulary lists alone. On the other hand, 
success cannot be reached by relying on learning by the way, i.e., by listening and reading alone (see 
already Grinstead, 1915). While receiving language input, incidental learning takes place (i.e., learning 
without any conscious acquisition process) but this happens in a temporary and incomplete manner. Even 
the recurring of certain words does not alone lead to their adaption (Ulrich, 2007, p. 34; see also 
pp. 4-7; Read, 2000, pp. 43-44 for L1-acquisition and Read, 2000, pp. 45-48 
for L2-acquisition). When students listen or read, they come across words they do not know. But a 
student at C1-level for instance often is able to deduce meaning from the 
context. So the  meaning itself and its memorization is not essential for the learner. Furthermore, in 
some cases students have a receptive/passive knowledge of a certain word but do not have a 
productive/active one. 
Therefore, in addition to presenting the words so 
for their meaning, their register, their collocations, and their syntactic environm  (Thornbury, 2002, p. 
30), individual words should actively be focused on. After the reading process for example, the analysis 
of semantic relations between various terms should be supported, thereby encouraging reflection about 
the language. But how can these considerations be realized in everyday teaching situations? The trainer 
might ask the students if they know  method makes the trainer the 
one who asks and who waits for the students to answer, thereby deciding what the student has to learn. 
decide for words the student considers to be irrelevant. And if this 
is the case, it is not unlikely that the student will not be intrinsically motivated to memorize these words. 
ultifariously embedded in the acquisition 
process of the four skills. The advice to make vocabulary work intentional and to select words that are 
worth teaching (Fisher/Frey, 2008, p. 15) goes hand in hand with the expected  
In the following I will present one possible method of vocabulary teaching which I developed by doing 
and which I Focused Framework Vocabulary Method  of four steps: 
 Step I:  
 Step II: Ask! Describe!  
 Step III: s all about networking  
 Step IV:  
 
4.1.  
Students listen, read, speak and write. If they want to understand what happens around them and if 
they want to communicate successfully, there will be vocabulary they want and need to know. If they are 
used to, they will ask by themselves, if they are not or if they are shy, you might motivate them to do so. I 
am convinced that it is important to tell them that a trainer is there to train, but that the students 
sometimes know best by themselves what they need and want to know, and that they therefore should ask. 
THEY  
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During or after the reading processes and listening exercises, students ask for words they do not know. 
The same happens when they have to write or while they speak. They recognize that they have a lexical 
gap. So they themselves find what they want to know and ask. What I consider important is that in a first 
 their questions. They answer either by explaining a word 
someone does not understand or by naming the word someone else is searching for. 
4.2. Step III:  
Words students ask for already have a more or less representative context. They originate from reading 
or listening exercises, or are required to express ideas while writing or speaking. To embed the word even 
more and to serve the visual learner, the word is noted on the blackboard or flipchart. Starting from this 
word, systematic vocabulary work is done: The word is already defined. Now hyponyms, hypernyms, 
synonyms, antonyms, etc., verb-noun combinations, collocations, common phrases, etc. are mentioned by 
the students and are noted and arranged on the blackboard or flipchart. Spidergrams, mindmaps, etc. help 
to organize ideas and help the individual student to memorize. An example: 
 
 
Fig. 1. Embedding a new word, e.g.,  
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4.3.  
Last but not least it is important to repeat: At the beginning of each lesson every student has to draw a 
card. On each card the students find approximately two words whose meaning was elaborated in (one of) 
the lesson(s) before. The students have to explain these words without using even part of them. The other 
students guess (i.e., try to find out) which word the student is describing. The playful character of the 
exercise is a further motivating aspect: Every student wants to be first to recognize the word. This 
motivates them to buzzy notice new words used and elaborated in class. This exercise is an appropriate 
vehicle for starting a lecture as it implicates various advantages: Every student is prompted to produce 
language in the first 10 minutes of each lecture. Furthermore this exercise gives the trainer the possibility 
to delve into the subject or to repeat what was done the last lecture.  
5. Conclusion 
The starting question in this article is how one can achieve effective vocabulary building from B1-
level onwards. A first step to answering this question is finding out what effective vocabulary building 
means and why it is that important. We have seen that words are the essence of language and that without 
them nothing can be said. Vocabulary building differs from grammar acquisition and phonetic acquisition 
in that it is a lifetime process. Especially at B1-level and beyond, effective vocabulary building is a 
challenging task. Neither the syllabus nor the CEFR, nor textbooks or word lists tell teachers which words 
to focus on. Intrinsic student motivation is essential for effective vocabulary building. To this end, I have 
presented a Focused Framework Vocabulary Method
combines the aspects of curiosity, intrinsic motivation, application and memorization, the method is 
thought to contribute to successful vocabulary building via four steps
has been tested and 
endorsed in class. 
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